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THE MEXICO CITY CONFERENCE:
What Happened
International Women 's Year, 1975, is over. But the
wo rk toward equal partn ership of wom en and
men has only just begun . This was made clear at
th e /WY Conference.

"I am con fident that this Con ference will rep resent a turning point in changing attitudes, prejudices and assumptions which are based nei the r
in human equity nor practical common sense."
-UN Secretary-General Kurt Waldheim
at the opening of the /WY Conference

THE MEXICO CITY CONFERENCE:
Why It Was Held
" There is a common base of feeling that women ,
whateve r thei r situatio n in countries around the
world, have bee n getti ng the short end of the
stick."
- Ambassador Ba rbara White
Alt ernate US delegate to the
/WY Conference

Some important steps toward equal ity had been taken .
The Conference had dec ided on :

• A Decade tor Women and Development to last until
1985

• A Wor ld Plan of Action for those te n yea rs
• A Decla ration of Mexico , in c luding some of t he prin c iples on which these actions are to be based

• Spec ific act ions to be taken withi n the UN system to
pu t some of these decisions in to effect

illiteracy among women and girls from 16 to 25.
access to education at all higher levels.

Inequality is World-Wide

• Identical curricula for girls and boys with teaching
materials designed to change discriminatory attitudes.

In Education

• A majority of the world's 700 million illiterates are

• Males outnumber females in school enrollment, espe-

Both the Conference and the Tribune provided the first
opportunity on this scale for Western women to exchange views and experiences with their counterparts
in the_ developing countries. This consciousness-raising
exercise proved essential to the ultimate outcome of
the Conference. There was a serious attempt behind
the scenes to identify the common problems shared by
all women regardless of real differences in national ,
economic, polit_ical and cultural objectives. Although
the press h_1g_hilghted conflict situations, projecting an
image of d1v1s1on and futility , most observers agreed
1t was a much greater success than had been expected
but ,t was only the beginning.
·

Education :

• Establishment o f national target dates for eradicating
• Free and compulsory primary schooling and equal

women, In some areas over 80% of all adult women

The first worldwide gathering of governments ever
held to deal with women 's issues was convened in
Mexico City from June 19 to July 2, 1975, under UN
auspices. The Secretary-General of the Conference was
He/vi S1pila of Finland. the highest ranking woman in
the Secretariat The Conference was attended by over
1.000 delegates from 133 countries, almost 75% of them
women. An additional 6,000 people from 80 countries
came to the unofficial Tribune held simultaneously with
the Conference, while a record 1,500 Journalists reported on both.

THE WORLD PLAN OF ACTION: Some Highlig
esse nce of the Conference. Together wit h th e Confe rence reso lu tions
furthe r d efine it, the Plan provides the framework in w hi c h govern ments and indivic
p rima ry goal: fu ll equality fo r men and women . None of the recommendations atte,
to be applied to al l countries. Rather, each country is left fr ee to de termine its o'A
tables . T he Pl an recog nizes that ful l implementation " w i ll require a redefinition of
a change in the pattern of government expenditure" and e mphasizes a series of objeo

cially in the developing countries . In the US, latest
statistics show 44% women versus 56% men enrolled
in high schools and colleges.
In Employment

• Although women account for more than one third of
the world 's labor force , in most countries they are
concentrated in unskilled and low-paid jobs.

• Jobs are still thought of in terms of "men's" or "women's" work, with the latter traditionally the lowerpaying. In the industrialized countries , women's pay
still averages on ly 60%-70% of men's.
In Public Affairs

• Life-long access to education, formal and informal,
including pre-school and adult programs.

• Increased coeducational technical and vocational
training , with improved career guidance for women.
Employment :

• Programs to eliminate all job discrimination on the
grounds of sex or marital status.

• Guaranteed equal pay for equal work.
• Elimination of sex-typed job descriptions and hiring
practices.
Maternity leaves with job security for at least one year
Increased child-care facilities.
More women executives in the private sector.
Establishment of minimum wages for domestic work
and cottage industries.
• Improved access to financial credit, especially among
low-income groups.

Public Affa irs:

•
•
•
•

• Unqualified equality in
1978.

• Establishment of nation
level official mechanism
of women's rights.
• An increase in the num
at all levels.
• More opportunities for
service, participate in fc
and serve as delegates

• Few women hold policy-making positions at the national level. The percentage of women in national
legislatures is usua lly less than 10%, in the US
Congress only 3.4%.

• In 1974 only 8% of the delegates to the 29th UN

The Family :

General Assembly were women and 38% of the delegations had no women at all.

• A reassessment of the
women within the famil
their rights and respom
• Easy access to family i
vices.
• Establishment of family
ing legal advice for woI
• Equality of personal an
divorce.

In Law
• Marriage and divorce laws frequently deprive women
of equal personal and property rights. In some countries a woman must have her husband's consent to
work or to travel.

• Women have more difficulty obtaining financial credit
and are generally at a disadvantage under social
securi ty systems. In the US, only 10% of the men but
30% of the w ome n recei ve minimum old-age pe nsions.
In the Family
0

• Child care an d household tasks are still regarded as
prima rily the woman's responsibilities even if she also
wo rks long hou rs outsi de the home.
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The Media :
• Elimi nation of stereotyp
• Effo rts in programming
public consciousness ,
women and their posit
• Appointment of women t,
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:: WORLD PLAN OF ACTION: Some Highlights
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of th e Conference. Tog ether with the Confe rence resolution s whi c h strengthen and ~ • ,
la n provid es the frame work in which govern ments and indiv idu als ca n ac hieve the
lity for men and women . Non e of the reco mm end ati ons atte mpt to set rigid goa ls
o untri es. Rath e r, ea ch country is left fr ee to dete rm ine its own prio rit ies and timeJnizes th at full implementati on " will requ ire a redefinit io n of cert ai n pr io rities and
1 of gov ernm ent expenditure " and emphasizes a se ries of obj ec tives in spec if ic areas.
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WOMEN'S PLACE IN THE THIRD
WORLD: Different and More Unequal
The concerns of women di/fer with their economic
status, their education and their countries' tradition s.
With 70¾ of th e world's wom en living in th e develop ing world, much of the Confer ence w as devoted to th e
problems among the most se riou sly disa dvantag ed.
Among its r ecommendations were:

• In clu sion of wo men on al l poli cy-making bodi es, es pec ially those deali ng w ith popu lat ion po licies and
development plann ing.

• A reevalu ation of all existing programs and policies
by all agen c ies in th e UN system.

• "Impac t sta tements" for ecasting the effect on women
of all future int ern ati onal development plans.

• Allocat ion of add ition al financial re sources and staff
-partic ula rl y women staff-t o wo men's proj ects. Pr iority is to be given to literacy program s and development projects.

• A review of cu rrent Intern ational Labor Organization
• Im proved facilities for bo th forma l and fun ctional educa ti on of women and gi rls, partic ul arl y in ru ral areas.

• Development of improved rura l tech nology and training of women in its use.

• Improved access to hea lth and nu trition education
and othe r socia l se rvi ces.

• In clusion of fami ly p lann ing , materni ty and child

ob discrimi natio n on t he
atus .
qual work.
J descriptions a nd hi ring

health services in all pu b lic hea lth pro grams.

• Assis tance in c reating ru ral marketi ng coopera tives

:urity for at least one yea r.

Public Affairs :

5.

• Unqualified equality in civil and political right s by

1e private secto r.
wages for domestic work

1978.
• Establishment of national commissions or other highlevel official mechanisms to promote the achievement
of women's rights .
• An increase in the num ber of women in public office
at all levels.
• More opportu n ities for women to enter the foreign
service, partic ipate in foreign policy decision-making ,
and serve as delegates to inte rn ational conferences.

I credit , especially among

DECADE FOR WOMEN AND
DEVELOPMENT: Next Steps for the UN

The Family :

• A reassessme nt of the trad itional roles of men and
women withi n the family unit and an equalization of
their rights and responsibi li ties.
• Easy access to fami ly plann ing infor mation and services.
• Establishment of fami ly cou nselli ng serv ices including legal adv ice for women.
• Equali ty of perso nal and prope rty rights in cases of
di vorce.
The Media :
• Elimin ati on of ste reoty ped images of wom en.
• Efforts in pro gramm ing and advertising to raise the
publi c conscio usness about the chang ing role of
wo men and their posi t ive contribut io ns to soc iety.
• Ap poi ntment of wo men to hig h admin istrative and professio na l posts, e. g. , editors, producers, co lumni sts.

and in providi ng instruction in basic commercial
skil ls.

(ILO) job classi fications and addi tion of a new c lass ification, the norma lly unpaid wo rk of homemakers,
farm women and volu nteers.

• Translation of the Declarat ion on the Eli min ati on of
Discrimination Agai nst Wo men into a legally binding
international convention.

• Improvement of research tech niques and devel opm ent
of more accurate stat istical ind ica tors of th e status of
women on which to base futu re prog rams.

• Establishment of an International Researc h and Trai ning Institute for the Promotion of Wome n, to be
financed by voluntary contributions.

• Achievement of a balance between men and women

THE DECLARATION OF MEXICO:
Every Woman is a Person

employed at all levels of the UN Secreta riat and the
specialized agencies.

The Decla ration adapts, amends and further defines
the co ncept of equali ty. Although the US delegation
supporte d most of its princip les, because of political
statemen ts included in Th e Declar atio n, the US voted
against it. Among the Dec lar ation 's 30 principles ar e:

• Conven ing of a second women 's co nference in 1980 ,

• Eq uality in " dig nity and wo rth as a human being."

1946

• Opportuniti es for " develop ing one's intell ectua l potentia l to the maxi mum."

• Governm ent respo nsibi lity to "c reate the necessary
facilities so that wo men may be integrated into society whi le thei r c hildren receive ad equate ca re."

• " Equa li ty in the family and in society " so th at " work
and home possibi liti es may be eff ectively co mb ined ."

• Th e res ponsi bility of th e media to remove the c ultural
and attitud inal fac tors inhibiting equality for women.

• " Every co upl e and every indiv idual has th e right to
deci de fr ee ly and res ponsibly w hether or not to have
c hildren as well as to determin e th ei r number and
spac ing and to have information , edu cation and
mean s to do so."

the mid-point in the Decade and the Plan of Action .

THE UN AT WOR K FOR WOMEN
The UN Commiss ion on the Status of Women is esta blished to promote women's rights in the po litica l,
economic , soc ial , civll and educational fields . It s wo rk
results in a series of declarations and in ternationa l
conventions

1967 : The General Assembly adopts the Declaration on the
Elimination of Discrimination Against Women designed
to " ensure the universal recognition in law and in fact
of the principles of equality of men and women ."

1972 : The UN designates 1975 as International Women's
Year to intensify efforts to achieve eq uality and fu ll
participation of women in their respective societies .

1974: At the suggestion of the US, the Economic and Social
Counci l calls for the co nveni ng of the !W Y Conference.

The World Populatio n Con ference recomme nd s measures for improving the status of women as essentia l to
effec tive population pla nning.

ASSIGNMENTS FOR ACTION: Next Steps For Americans
America ns and the organizations to whi ch they belong
can play an impor tant role in seeing th at th e Plan of
Action adopted at Mexico City is effectively ca rried out.
The suggestions which follow ar e r eadily adap table for
action at the national, state and loca l levels. Govern ments can make the difference; be sure to communicate
your views to your elected representatives.

• Support priority allocation of funds for women's development programs in US bilateral and multilatera l
foreign aid appropriations. Monitor implementation of
the Percy Amendment to the US Foreign Assistance
Act which requires " particular attention" to be paid
to " programs , projects and activities which tend to
integrate women into national economies."

• Urge US ratification of UN treaties on the status of
women (see box) .

• Support the Equal Rights Amendment if your state
has not yet ratified it.

• Encourage women to run for elective office.
• Encourage appointment of qualified women of high
office in the US, the UN and as delegates to major
internat ional conferences.

• Promote legislation to implement the provisions of
the IWY Action Plan , e.g., liberalized maternity benefits, adequate child-care facilities , access to health
and family planning services.

Wi thin Your Organization:
1

Support affirmative action p rograms and the US National Women's Agenda (for information writ13 to the
women's Action Alliance, 370 Lexington Avenue, New
York , N.Y. 10017) . Join with UNA-USA Chapters and
Divisions and other organizations in ad hoc coalitions for action on one or more of the recomm endat ions in the Plan.

• Adopt a work program on women's issues. This goes
for all voluntary associations-women 's, men's, educational , religious, labor, etc . Focus on those sections
of the Action Plan which are most relevant to your
organization 's interests.

• Join with your organization 's international affiliates in
selecting women for scholarship and job training exchange programs.

• Get directly involved in women's projects in the devel oping countries . Join with other groups to raise
fu nds for UNESCO Gift Coupons. For information ,
write to UNESCO, United Nation , New York , 10017.
Many groups are also active in raising funds for
UNI CEF. For specific information on UNICEF's work
for women , write to US Committee for UNICEF, 331
East 38th Street , New York , N.Y. 10016.

• Work to eliminate property and divorce laws which
discriminate against women . Support legal services
by and for women.
• Contact the media and insist on standards of programming and advertising which will create a positive
image of women . Watch for the unconscious put-down
of women.
• Call the attention of the news media to significant
instances of discrimination against women by employers , credit institutions, government practices and
officials.
• Monitor the media (and other employers) for signs of
tokenism in hiring women (i.e. , are all female TV
news reporters young and pretty? Is there a woman
producer or director?)
• Review school curricula and teachi ng mate rials to
encourage elimination of sex stereotyp in g (i.e., little
boy a doctor, li ttle girl a nurse).
• Work on elimi nating discrim inatio n in education systems whe re there are few women in policy-making
and admi nistrative positions.

WOMEN'S RIGHTS:
Some Points for Discussion

A SELECTE

Declaration on the Elirr
Women , 1967, Office a
lions, New York 10017.

• Statistics show that birth rates are highest wh ere the
standards of livi ng are lowest . Sho uld deve lopm ent
assistance be made conditio nal on in c lud ing co mp rehensi ve family plann ing prog ram s?

Equality of Opportunity
ers, 1975, ILO Report
Washington , D.C. 2000

• Ma ny women contribute to their co un tri es' eco nomi es
wi thout pay, particularly ho memakers and farm wom en. How does this affect develop ment in the Third
World? In the industrialized cou ntries , sho uld thi s be
recognized through tax credits, spec ial su bsidi es or
other monetary devices?

Human Rights, A Con
ments of the Un ited Na
York 10017, $3 .00 .
Many Sisters: Women
1974, Carol J . Matthias
Third Ave., New York

• Women comprise more than one thi rd of the world 's
labor force; but in general their positions and sal aries
are not equal to that of men and they are lim ited to
traditional women's jobs. What is the best way to
overcome these inequities? For exa mple, in the indust rialized countries , would " quota" hiring be desirable or is it a form of reverse discrimi nation ?

In tegration of Wome~
Bose rup , Christ ina Lilj,
New York 10017.
Mothers Too Soon , 19:
1835 K Street, N.W., W

• Can women effect any rea l changes in thei r status

Th e Story of Mexico,
Soci al Information , Uni

without becoming part of the political powe r stru ctu re
at both the local and national levels? If active pa rtici pation in the governmental process is essen tia l, to
what extent is a militant or " radical" position necessary to achieve even moderate progress?

The Status of Women a
Nations, New Yo rk 100
Turn ing Point for We
UNESCO Courier , UNI
tIon . New Yo rk 10016,

• Should governments set standards for the portrayals
of women in the media? Would this constitute censorship and an infringement on the rights of freedo m of
speech and the press?

Wome n and the UN, H
UN Plaza, New York 1

• How will improvement in the status of women on a
UN CONVENTION ON WOMEN 'S RIGHTS •
NOT YET RATIFIED BY THE US

Women of the World ,
Af/a,rs, Oc to ber 1975.

worldwide basis help men? How can the changing
of traditional roles minimize psychological and socia l
inequities and dislocations in the family and co mmu n ity structure?

Women and Work in D
Youssef, Population I
lute of International ~
Berk eley, California 9,

Co nvention on the Political Rights of Women (1952)
Convention on the Nationality of Married Women (1957)
Convent ion on Consent to Marriage, Minimum Age for

Women in World Term
Integrative Studies, S
Bingh amton , New York

Ma rriage and Registration of Marriages (1962)
ILO Convention on Discrimination in Employment and

Occupation (1958)
ILO Convention on Equal Remuneration (1951 )

COMMUNITY PAF

Co nvention for the Suppression of the Traffic in Per-

Community Survey on
ulation Institute, 11 0 N
ton , D.C. 20002 .

sons and of the Exploitation of the Prostitution of
Others (1951)
UNESCO Convention Against Discrimination in Education (1962)

Model /WY Conference

Convention on Recovery Abroad of Maintenance (1957)
· For descripti on of these Con ventions, see Selected Bibliography , Human Rights
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